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1. Introduction

Today I want to try to bring into focus some of the theoretical or conceptual issues that arise when we approach the idea of visual argument. My purpose is to invite you to reflect of these issues rather than to offer solutions to them myself, although my own views will be evident enough.

The issue that must be faced at the outset is whether there can be such a thing as a visual argument—or is the class of visual arguments a null class? This challenge arises partly because of the ages-long historical bias in favour of the verbal. But it also exists even in the face of the widespread occurrence of visual persuasion. The undeniability of visual persuasion, most evident in print and television advertising, might seem to create an obvious presumption in favour of the existence (and hence of the possibility) of visual arguments. However, such a presumption relies on the assimilation of argument to persuasion, and that connection is less than obvious. Another issue—besides working out the concept of argument, the concept of persuasion, and the relation of argument to persuasion—is the concept of the visual. If there are visual arguments, what is it about them that makes them visual? Aside from writing in Braille, written words have to be seen—that is, observed visually—but that does not make written arguments visual. So what is it that constitutes the visual in visual arguments? And in such arguments, how does the visual communicate meaning? Finally—or, at least, the last issue that I want to raise today—supposing there are visual arguments and we understand how they work, so what? What is the significance or the importance, if any, of visual arguments? Why bother to think about them?


2. The nature of argument and the possibility of visual argument

When the Greeks first began to theorize about argumentation, it was conceived exclusively as a verbal activity. For Aristotle, for example, argumentation was a verbal dialectical game in which arguments were exchanged. He also theorized about the arguments used in proofs and those used in speeches. All of this was verbal—the arguments and the activity of argumentation. The use of arguments in speeches to persuade was the activity of rhetoric—"the faculty of observing in any given case the available means of persuasion"  Rhetoric, 1355b26-27.—and so rhetoric too was conceived exclusively as verbal. The point is not that the possibility of non-verbal argument was considered and rejected; its possibility seems not to have been considered at all. 

The unquestioned assumption that argumentation and that rhetoric are verbal continued into the late 20th century. So we find the late French philosopher, Olivier Reboul, saying: "La rhétorique est l'art de persuader par le discours".  Olivier Reboul, Introduction à la Rhétorique. (Presse Universitaires de France, 1991, p. 4.) For Reboul, the means of persuasion are either principally affective or principally rational, and the means that rely on reason are arguments    Ibid., p. 7.so, since rhetoric is the art of persuading by means of speech, and since arguments are the means of rational persuasion, it follows that arguments are verbal.

One of the more influential contemporary theories of argumentation, called Pragma-Dialectics, developed in Amsterdam in the early 1980s by Frans van Eemeren and Rob Grootendorst conceives of argumentation as best modeled as a complex of speech acts.   Frans H. van Eemeren and Rob Grootendost, Speech Acts in Argumentative Discussions (Foris, 1984) and  A Systematic Theory of Argumentation: The Pragma-dialectical Approach (Cambridge, 2004),

Moreover, if you think that one role of argument is its use in proofs or demonstrations, and you agree that the point of a proof or demonstration is to establish that a sentence or proposition is true, then it follows that either arguments deal in sentences, which case they are verbal, or else they deal in propositions. And if your ontology tolerates propositions, it still follows that arguments must at least be expressible verbally, since whatever mode of existence propositions might have, a proposition is expressible by a declarative sentence. So either way you end up conceiving of argument as something verbal or, at the very least, verbally expressible.

If, instead, or in addition, you take argument's function (or one of them) to be a means of rational persuasion, and you take the goal of rational persuasion to be to invite the assent of another person to the truth of a sentence or a proposition, you will similarly be led to conceive of argument as verbal.

So we can appeal to the authority of the ancients or to the authority of the moderns, or we can consider philosophical or conceptual grounds independent of any authority, and we find them all consistently pointing in the same direction, to the conceptualization of argument as verbal.

Now, what happens when someone comes along and proposes that, while of course arguments can be verbal, and have been so construed historically, and might even be said to be paradigmatically or at least typically verbal—granting all that—nevertheless, arguments can be non-verbal as well, and in particular they can be visual, and furthermore, there are countless examples of exactly that: visual arguments?

Many philosophers are disposed by their training not to look and see, but instead to ask, how is it possible? How can there be visual arguments? And even if we grant their actuality, we can still ask the Kantian question, What are the conditions of the possibility of visual argument?

To be sure, one way to show that something is possible is to do it or produce an instance of it. So, it seems that to prove that there can be visual arguments all anyone has to do is to produce an example. But, of course, not so fast, because the skeptic will say, yes, that's an example of something visual, but no, it's not really an argument; or else, yes, that's an example of an argument, but no, the argument there does not lie in its visual elements.

The innovator might concede that argument as it has traditionally been conceived is not visual, but propose that we should begin to think of it in a new way, so as to conceive of arguments as being capable of being visual. But the reply to that approach might be that, when we consider it, we will find it best to retain the standard concept, and refuse to count the so-called examples of visual arguments as arguments, or if we grant them an argumentative role, it is because of their verbal elements.

So what are we to say?

In general, when a prima facie case has been made for a novel variant of an established concept, or for stretching an established concept to embrace new kinds of instances or exemplars, we are forced to review the current, established concept and those closely related to it. In thinking about the possibility of visual arguments, the two ingredient concepts—the visual, and argument—obviously need to be considered.  And since many of the alleged, or so-called, visual arguments are examples of visual persuasion, and since a principal use of argument is to persuade, we also find ourselves also led to reconsider the concept of persuasion.

Let us begin with argument. In the last 25 years or so there has been explosive growth in the literature on argument and argumentation, and lots of controversy, so I must warn you that almost anything I say about it will be contested by someone. A generally-accepted distinction is between the following two kinds of argument, or senses of the word 'argument.' One is the activity of argument (often called "argumentation" in English); the other is the unit of reasoning or of rational persuasion. One way to characterize the activity is as a kind of communicative interaction between two or more people aimed at resolving a disagreement, or in which one of them tries to persuade the other or others to change their mind about accepting some proposition or about choosing to perform some action—in either case, by giving reasons. One way to characterize the unit of reasoning is as a reason adduced to support a claim. 

You will notice that for either conception of argument—whether conceived as a kind of communicative action or interaction or as the expression of a unit of reasoning—there is no reference to the medium through which the argument is expressed or the argumentation is carried out.  Obviously it can be speech, but, at least according to these accounts, it need not be. It might be by gestures, for instance. (Example [to be given a context and illustrated in the lecture]: one parent signals by hand and facial gestures to the other to be quiet because their baby is asleep, and neither wants to waken the baby.) And there seems no reason in principle to preclude an argument's being communicated by photographs, drawings, paintings or film.

But what about the objection that I mentioned earlier—that arguments must at least express sentences or propositions, and propositions must be expressible in language, since a proposition is what is expressed by a declarative sentence?

The answer I have been inclined to give to that question is that such visual communications can convey propositions, or proposition-like contents. In the example of the gestured argument, for instance, the proposition that you should be quiet, the conclusion of the argument, is conveyed, and the proposition that the baby is asleep, a premise of the argument, is also conveyed. Now one might say that the gestures do not in every case communicate a unique proposition. Thus, my gestures might mean, "You should be quiet," or "You should not speak," or "You should not slam the door behind you," or something else roughly along these lines. I concede that the gesture is ambiguous in this respect. However, for the purpose of this argument, it does not matter which one you take to be the conclusion that I am gesturing you to adopt. If I can get you to adopt any of these propositions or to act in any of these ways, I will have succeeded in achieving the goal of my argument. So perhaps we should speak of visual arguments as being capable of conveying ranges of propositions sufficient to accomplish the purpose of the argument. True, if you interpret me as trying to get you not to speak, and you accept my argument but slam the door, the argument will have failed in achieving its goal. However, on thing I have unambiguously communicated is the premise, "The baby is asleep," and we share the assumption that we do not want to waken the baby once it finally falls asleep, so it follows both that you should not slam the door and that you should be quiet, and so on. Furthermore, the fact that I am gesturing and not speaking confronts you with the question, "Why is he behaving this way?" A good explanation is that there is some reason for my not speaking. That inference, combined with my gesture indicating that the baby is asleep and the shared assumption that we want the baby to sleep gives you good grounds for the conclusion that I am not speaking because I do not want to waken the baby, and thus that you too should be quiet—that you should not slam the door and that you should not speak or if you speak you should speak softly or whisper, and so on.

Against this answer, Leo Groarke has objected that it represents what he calls the mistake of "reductionism."  Here is how Groarke expresses this objection:

Reductionism maintains that the important argumentative elements in any visual argument are verbal, or can be reduced to verbal equivalents. ,,, Reductionism suggests that visual images that function argumentatively are, at best, proxies for sentences, and that these sentences should be the focus of our attention when we study informal argument. Leo Groarke, "Beyond Words: Two Dogmas of Informal Logic," in Hans V. Hansen and Robert C. Pinto (Eds.), Reason Reclaimed: Essays in Honor of J. Anthony Blair and Ralph H. Johnson (Vale Press, 2007, p. 139). 

Groarke's view is that a visual argument is not reducible to a translation of it into words, and I agree with him, so I don't think I am guilty of reductionism. I have been saying that my example of a visual argument by means of gestures is intelligible because it conveys information in a context that invites someone to draw an inference from that information plus a shared assumption. (I am here relying on the conception of persuasive argument that Beardsley, and independently, my colleague Pinto, have characterized as an attempt to get someone to draw an inference. "To argue is to attempt …to change someone's mind by getting him to make an inference" (Monroe Beardsley, Writing With Reason, Prentice-Hall, 1976, p. 5). "[T]he typical goal of an argument is to effect an inference in the person to whom it's addressed" (Robert C. Pinto, Argument Inference and Dialectic, Kluwer, 2001, p. 36).)  To be sure, in analyzing this argument I have expressed all of this meaning verbally. However, I have not been saying that the argument must be expressed verbally. On the contrary, in my particular example the whole point of arguing by gesture is precisely to avoid having to utter words, and if the argument is successful, no words will have been uttered. I do not mean to say that the verbal analysis is equivalent to the visual argument. In the case of the example of the argument by gesture, for instance, it is difficult to imagine how to convey in a simple sentence the ambiguity of the complex gesture of the finger to the lips and the hands moving down. Nevertheless, in order to analyze what was occurring, I do revert to words. I am not sure if there is any alternative. Moreover, I am inclined to think that if no verbal analysis of a visual argument is possible, if we cannot describe in words what is or was occurring in a visual argument, then the so-called visual argument must be incoherent to us. Moreover, if we are to evaluate such arguments, we must be able to refer to something to which our assessments apply. So: verbal analysis is necessary, but that is not verbal equivalence, translation into the verbal or reduction of the visual to the verbal.

In case I have not be clear enough about it, my own view is that visual arguments are possible and do occur. I have just used the example of an argument using visual gestures. I have also used the example of the Last Judgement stone sculptures in the tympanums over doorways in some of the Gothic cathedrals in Europe, showing the blessed smiling beatifically as they ascend to heaven, and the damned shown terrified, being dragged down to hell by demons. These seem to me cases of a clear argument for living as a good Christian. You should do so because if you do, when you die you will be blessed and go to heaven and if you don't, when you die you will be damned and go to hell.


3. Persuasion and the possibility of visual argument

Another approach to visual argument stems from a different concept of argument. In some theoretical circles—especially in the fields of communication and rhetoric—many practitioners hold that any attempt to persuade counts as an argument. Ever since the rise of mass media and the opportunity to disseminate drawings, cartoons, and later photographs, cinema and video images, visual persuasion for commercial and also political purposes has been widespread in our cultures. There is both anecdotal and systematic evidence of the efficacy of such visual persuasion. I don't think there is any room for reasonable doubt about it: television commercials work. As well, both dramatic and documentary films can move people to alter their beliefs, to act in ways they hadn't before contemplated, and to cause them to experience the gamut of emotions towards people or events in a situation.

But to be somewhat systematic we need to begin by being clear about the concept of persuasion. One of the leading theorists of persuasion research in the United States, Daniel J. O'Keefe, has observed that the concept of persuasion, like most concepts, has fuzzy edges. Daniel J. O'Keefe, Persuasion, Theory and Research, 2nd edition (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications, 2002, pp. 2-5). These are borderline cases that some theorists want to include as persuasion and others want to exclude. O'Keefe proposes that the problem of controversy about borderline cases be avoided "by focusing on shared features of paradigm cases of the concept."  Ibid., p. 3. Here is the "definition" thus-obtained that O'Keefe proposes:

[Persuasion is] a successful intentional effort at influencing another's mental state through communication in a circumstance in which the persuadee has some measure of freedom.  Ibid., p. 5. 

If O'Keefe is right that this definition captures the principal features of the paradigm cases of persuasion, then persuasion has four key features. (1) It is success at doing something deliberately with a purpose. (2) The purpose is to influence someone's mind in some particular way, which can include affecting the person's beliefs or other attitudes or the person's intention to act. (3) It is an act of communication. And (4) the person who is persuaded is free to accept or reject the intended influence of the persuasive communication. While some of you might want to quarrel with some of its details, O'Keefe's analysis is adequate for my purpose of examining the relation between persuasion and argument—or more precisely, between attempted persuasion and argument (since 'argument,' unlike 'persuasion,' is not a "achievement" word).

Is argument identical with attempted persuasion? I think not. It seems to me that there can be arguments used to inquire that need not be communicated and whose purpose need not be to influence another's mental state. If you are trying to formulate your own considered opinion on some topic, one way to do so is to seek out or invent the strongest arguments for and the strongest arguments against each plausible position. You are not trying to persuade yourself or anyone else of anything, but you are using arguments. If I am right, then some arguments are not cases of attempted persuasion. 

And if someone tries to get you to buy some product, not by giving you any reasons for buying it, but by producing a commercial associated with the product that is amusing, or heartwarming, or that portrays the product in an association that unconsciously evokes values you have without knowing that you have them—and thus that works, if it does work, by influencing your attitudes towards the product or brand in ways that you are not aware of—then I think they are engaged in attempted persuasion but they are not offering you an argument for purchasing the product. Another example is the political advertisement that portrays a candidate as incompetent and is repeated dozens and dozens of times until eventually a significant number of people begin, just as a result of the sheer repetition, to believe that the candidate really is incompetent. I am trying to be careful in framing my counterexamples, because I do not want to say that an appeal to our emotions is necessarily a case of persuasion that is not an argument. I think an appeal to emotions can be a good reason in an argument for accepting its conclusion. Think of appeals to pity or sympathy in arguments urging us to give generously to charities. But that is different from making a Coca Cola commercial that is cute or funny so that you will be disposed to pick Coca Cola off the grocery store shelf instead of some other similar drink just because you have unconsciously transferred the good feeling you have about the commercial to the product.  If these examples are legitimate, or if there are others like them that are legitimate, then there can be instances of attempted persuasion that are not arguments.

As I have hinted, I think the kinds of attempted persuasion that count as arguments are those that offer reasons for accepting the conclusion and invite the persuadee to accept the conclusion because he or she, first, accepts those reasons and, second, believes that those reasons provide adequate grounds for accepting the conclusion. I think this conception is the one those who classify arguments as attempts at rational persuasion have in mind. (Or it is the minimum that they have in mind. My colleague Ralph Johnson thinks rationality implies that the argument in addition invites the persuadee who disagrees to say why he or she does not accept the conclusion.  See Ralph H. Johnson, Manifest Rationality, A Pragmatic Theory of Argument (Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 2000).)

On this way of thinking about argument and persuasion, not all attempts at visual persuasion will count as arguments. In particular, the commercial and political advertising that some people think provide overwhelming evidence of the widespread occurrence of visual arguments will have to be examined closely to see whether it really does attempt to influence our mental states by producing reasons and inviting us to accept them and to agree that the attitude the persuasion is trying to affect in us is justified by those reasons.


4. What does the visual consist of in visual arguments?

People who contend that arguments can be visual tend to offer certain paintings, photographs, cartoons, and films as examples. Since one of the claims made for visual arguments is the richness of the information that can be communicated visually, we should include maps, charts, and graphs as well. I earlier gave the example of gestures serving to communicate an argument. All have in mind a contrast between the verbal and the visual, so they must be thinking about ways of communicating that require sight but not words—not language in its literal sense.

There is a difference, however, between contending that visually-communicated information can be part of an argument, and claiming that an argument as a whole can be communicated visually. Examples such as cartoons are usually combinations of words and pictures. So it is to be expected that an analysis of arguments presented as word-picture combinations might be different from an analysis of arguments presented via purely visual communications.

It seems that for a completely visual argument to be possible, the following elements need to be included somehow in the visual communication. (1) The intent to argue—that is, the intent to influence the other person's or peoples' attitudes by getting them to draw an inference from what are offered as reasons for doing so. (2) The claim being argued for—the conclusion of the argument. (3) One or more reasons that are intended as support for the conclusion. Notice that these elements are not just propositions; they are also functions. For instance, the visual communication needs to convey both the proposition that is the intended conclusion of the argument and also the information that this proposition is intended to occupy the role of conclusion. One or more of these elements and functions can be mutually presupposed in the context of the argument, and so need not be expressed visually. It also seems likely that an understanding of the setting of the communication will have to be shared by the parties involved. Finally, it seems likely that the parties will have to share an understanding of the symbolic conventions used in the visual communication.

I don't know if anyone has addressed the semiotics of visual arguments. Some work has been done on the iconography of political cartoons in the United States and on the development of graphical conventions. See Janis L. Edwards, "Echoes of Camelot: How Images Construct Cultural Memory Through Rhetorical Framing" and Charles Kostelnick, "Melting Pot Ideology, Modernist Aesthetics and the Emergence of Graphical Conventions: The Statistical Atlases of the United States, 1874-1925," both in Charles A. Hill and Marguerite Helmers (Eds.), Defining Visual Rhetorics (Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 2004). We all know that the bald eagle symbolizes America, a white dove symbolizes peace, and so on. But as far as I know, the kind of systematic study of symbols that has been done for early religious mosaics, frescoes, and paintings  See, for example, George Ferguson, Signs & Symbols in Christian Art (Oxford, 1954). remains unfinished business.

What we need to understand is just how visual components convey meaning. A related question is how the visual components of mixed verbal and visual arguments work together with the verbal components. Do they function to intensify the verbal message, for example? To be sure, the visual can play an argumentative role, as when the actor playing a doctor in an advertisement for some drug products is dressed in a white smock and wears a stethoscope around his or her neck, thus lending the positive ethos of the medical profession to strengthen the argument. However, as Johnson and I have argued, the verbal arguments in commercials can function independently of the message conveyed visually, and can actually serve to disguise the visual message. Ralph H. Johnson and J. Anthony Blair, Logical Self-Defense, 1st United States edition (reprinted by International Debate Education Association, 2006, Ch. 11). In our view, in such cases the visual component plays a role in persuasion, but not by being a visual argument. 


5. The significance of visual argument

How important is visual argument? What are its merits and what are its liabilities? It seems to me that these are largely empirical questions. Research is needed in order to find out how commonly visual arguments occur, and how influential they are when they do occur. It is in the planning of such research, obviously, that the conceptualization of visual argument is crucial. If visual persuasion were identified with visual argument, the findings would probably be very different from what they would be if visual argument were instead defined as a sub-class of visual persuasion. I am inclined to think that the latter view is correct—that is, that only some cases of attempts at visual persuasion count as arguments. But if I am right, then it becomes important for the purpose of designing research studies to be able to operationalize the difference. We would need to be able to tell when an episode of attempted visual persuasion was a case of reason-giving and an invitation to draw an inference, as distinct from being some other means of attempted visual persuasion. To my knowledge, this distinction has not played a role in empirical research about visual persuasion, and, indeed, systematic empirical research into the frequency and efficacy of visual arguments has not been carried out.

Given the nature of visual argument, however, we can expect one finding. A feature of visual arguments is that they are minimally dialectical. They might be responses to positions that others have taken, and in that respect be part of an exchange that can be characterized as dialectical. However, it is hard to imagine how a single episode of  visual argument could be dialectically complicated in the way in which a verbal argumentative case can be. By an argumentative case I mean what the proponent takes to be the best arguments in favour of a position, arguments against the contending alternatives to that position, and arguments in defence of those arguments against known or anticipated objections to them. Visual arguments are thus likely to be one-sided and to not acknowledge and respond to contrary positions or arguments. Their role will accordingly tend to be to initiate thinking about a topic, or to reinforce a point of view.

One way visual arguments could matter is if they turn out to be influential. That raises the issue, from the point of view of the recipients or consumers of such arguments, of how to evaluate them. Groarke has made the case that visual arguments can commit at least some of the standard informal fallacies. Leo Groarke, "Logic, Art and Argument," in Informal Logic 18 (1996), pp. 105-129. We are familiar, for example, with the use of graphs and charts to distort the significance of the information they convey. The units on the axes of the graph can be manipulated to make small differences appear larger or large differences appear small. Are there distinctive dangers of exploitation by means of visual arguments to which the unwary can be vulnerable? And from the arguers' or advocates' point of view the question is, How can the visual best be exploited in order to make a good argument compelling to its audience? Here we need information about tools and techniques for using them to best advantage.


6. Summary and conclusion.

Well, there is obviously a lot more that could be, and needs to be, said about visual argument. I have been trying to suggest to you that the contention that arguments can be visual raises a number of theoretical issues.  It leads us look at the concept of argument, or better, at the various concepts of argument that are in use, and to become clear about what we understand an argument to be. Since advocates of the importance of visual arguments have in mind the use of arguments to persuade or the use of the visual to persuade, it leads us to look at the concept of persuasion, and become clear about the relationship between argument and attempted persuasion. It leads us to ponder the large question of how the visual conveys meaning in general and in particular how it conveys the meanings required for argument. And it leads us to consider how to evaluate visual arguments, so as to distinguish the weak from the strong, or the cogent from the fallacious. 

My own views on some of these issues, you will have noticed, tend to be conservative. I am not a champion of the importance of visual arguments, partly because I don’t think we have yet completed the task of understood traditional verbal arguments and argumentation. But I do agree that visual arguments can and do occur. Still, I think it is a big mistake to conflate argument and persuasion, and in particular visual argument and visual persuasion. My opinion is that what is most influential in visual persuasion is not visual arguments, but attempts at persuasion that work precisely by avoiding any appeal to our rational faculty. However, the prospect of using the visual to argue more effectively than with words, or with words alone, is, I think, a reason to take visual argument seriously.

The Greek philosophers did not think in terms of visual arguments perhaps because they were pushing into text from a visual and aural culture. We seem to but pushing out of text and into an increasing visual culture.  I owe this insight to my colleague Christopher W. Tindale. From that point of view, we need to expand our understanding of the visual, and that too is an argument for expanding our understanding of visual argument.


